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Meaningful Relationships and Care: Current Practices within 
Museums Representing Indigenous Peoples 

This project sought to understand how museums are 
developing meaningful partnerships with the Indigenous 
groups that they represent. This was done by interviewing 
staff from eight museums in Canada, the United States of 
America (USA), and Germany. 

When working with Indigenous groups, it is necessary for 
museums to approach partnerships as meaningful 
relationships where there is genuine interest in respecting 
the groups being represented.

This is done by putting time and energy into understanding 
the ontological and cultural needs of partners and their 
material culture, and giving power to partners to make 
decisions on care, storage, and display of materials. 
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Themes of Meaningful Engagement and Partnerships 

Background 

Museum Location 

Royal British Columbia 
Museum 

Victoria, British Columbia, 
Canada 

Museum of Indigenous 
People Prescott, Arizona, USA

Manitoba Museum Winnipeg, Manitoba, 
Canada 

Institute of American 
Indian Studies 

Washington, Connecticut, 
USA

The Rooms St. John’s, Newfoundland 
and Labrador, Canada 

Museum für Völkerkunde 
Dresden 

Dresden, Saxony, 
Germany 

Völkerkundemuseum 
Herrnhut 

Herrnhut, Saxony, 
Germany 

Museum X (anonymous) X

Fig. 1:  Map showing the location of participating museums. A: Canada and the United States of America, B: Germany
Basemaps provided by Mapchart.net 
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Table 1:  Participating museums and their locations 
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Participating museums engaged with three key themes when establishing and maintaining relationships with Indigenous 
groups: ontological empathy, power-shifting, and culturally specific care protocol. These themes are related and reliant, 
meaning each one builds upon the others and cannot be fully understood independently.

Culturally Specific Care Protocol may look 
like...
the encouragement of materials in ceremony, giving 
sustenance and water in storage spaces, and  limiting 
access based on Nationhood, sex, and/or viewing 
limitations.

Ontological Empathy may look like... 
engaging with materials as living beings, including 
greeting them, keeping them close to relatives, and being 
proactive in learning their needs.

Power Shifting may look like...
Developing a co-curated exhibit with, by, and for, 
Indigenous communities with community members as 
curators not reviewers.
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Ontological Empathy 
Being empathetic to Indigenous ontologies within museum 

spaces. 

In practice: Respect that Indigenous groups may have different 
ontologies than museum staff, and acknowledge how 

historically, Indigenous and Western ontologies have clashed in 
museums. Find ways to avoid harm before harm can take place.

Power-Shifting 
Museums giving decision-making power to Indigenous partners. 

In practice: Have the consent, feedback, and participation of 
Indigenous groups when designing/updating a display or gallery 
about said group(s). This must be done with community capacity 

in mind, where museum interests are not placed above that of 
the community. 

Culturally Specific Care Protocol 
Caring for Indigenous material culture in ways that meet the 

material’s needs. 

In practice: Be proactive in understanding the needs of an 
Indigenous group’s material culture and give power to 

communities to decide how to meet those needs in storage and 
display.

Histories of collecting Indigenous material culture in 
sometimes unethical and amoral ways have led to 
museums being focal points for decolonization and 
restitution discussions (Feest 1993; Jessiman 2011). 

Indigenous activists like Vine Deloria Jr. and Hai-Mecha 
Eunka spurred on these changes by fighting for the right of 
Indigenous Peoples to be partners in heritage endeavors 
involving Indigenous groups (Martinez 2019; Starr 2018).

This project examined partnerships through the teachings 
of: 

Six of eight museums (see Fig. 1 and Table 1) were 
chosen based on their location and the presence of 
Indigenous material culture within their collections as 
stated by their websites. 

The remaining two museums, Museum für Völkerkunde 
Dresden and Völkerkundemuseum Herrnhut, were 
participants by proxy through my supervisor’s project, 
Creating Context, which my MA research was developed 
from. Their project seeks to reconnect Nunatsiavummiut to 
their material culture that was brought to Germany by 
Moravian Missionaries from the 18th to the 20th century. 

 

Community-Based 
Participatory Research

Etuaptmumk

Indigenous Curation

With, by, and for Indigenous groups

(Two-Eyed Seeing) 
Using both Indigenous and Western 

ways of knowing together to 
understand the world

Emphasizing culturally specific 
protocol when curating and caring 

for Indigenous material culture 
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